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It may be doubted whether this sobriety of behaviour was ever general
in London. In 1814 certain * master manufacturers and tradesmen of
Westminster' met to protest against the pending repeal of the Statute of
Apprenticeship. Among the other advantages of the system, they alleged
that * youth become accustomed to subordination, imbibe domestic
habits, and become well disposed to the Government by which they
are protected'.26 There is singularly little evidence of this. Colquhoun
estimated in 1806 that there were seldom fewer than 150,000 youths
in London 'bound to mechanical employments' and that, owing to the
bad example of their masters in frequenting public-houses, this was *a
bad and immoral education'.27 Neither social customs nor housing
conditions made for * domestic habits' among masters or apprentices.
The treatment of apprentices by their masters was apt to err from
either an excess or a lack of discipline. As the eighteenth century was a
stage in that decay of 'the Grand Law of Subordination* which has
been going on in England since villeinage began to crumble, perhaps
the lack of discipline was increasing. But what the result of this trend of
the age may have been is another matter; a rigid discipline is often
tempered with explosive reactions, and general lawlessness had been
declining together with subordination. Generally speaking, it was the
apprentice to a manual trade who was most likely to suffer from the
almost unlimited authority given to the master, but on the other hand
such a master was often unable to provide either work or maintenance,
and the boy was therefore allowed to roam the streets to pick up a
livelihood. Defoe's moral dialogues in the Family Instructor (1715), a
popular little book, illustrate the theories and practice of the day with
regard to apprenticeship from the educational point of view. The vir-
tuous youth has a master who neglects the morals of his apprentices
and omits to read family prayers. He says to his reprobate friend (bound
to an exemplary master),
... we may run about where we will... Sabbath day or any day o r night. He
never takes any thought for us, if we are but in the counting-house next
morning when he wants us.... I think my father has put me in the Devil's
mouth and I am going the strait road to Hell....
The master, when the boy's father suggests to him that it is his duty to
look after die morals and conduct of an apprentice, 'instructing him,